The new legislation became law earlier this year but has yet to be fully tested. It aims to crack down on the intimidation of companies involved in animal experimentation, making it an offence to protest outside employees' homes. It also allows activists to be banned from returning to places with the intention of attempting to force people to stop doing thingssuch as animal experimentationwhich are allowed by law.
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Bird flu fears heading west
The spread of avian influenza for South East Asia to places as distant as Russia and Finland has prompted the European Union to gear up its response amid the fears that it may spawn a new human influenza pandemic. Michael Gross reports. otherwise might have led to a pandemic but most experts agree that one day, sooner or later, a new virus will emerge and cause a new pandemic. If and when that happens, and a human-to-human infection begins to spread globally, will the world be prepared?
In a word, no. Even though scientists today know so much more about influenza than they did before the 1918 pandemic, an outbreak starting today could turn out just as catastrophic, if not more so. If matters stay as they are, Michael Osterholm from the University of Minnesota warns, we "will remain vulnerable to a global economic disaster".
Part of the problem is the remarkably high variability of flu virus strains, which makes it necessary that a new strain discovered in humans be countered with a new vaccine. Developing this will take six months, and even then the production using current methods (incubation of viruses in eggs) will be so slow that only a very small fraction of the world population could ever be protected.
Researchers hope that in the long term they may be able to develop generalized flu vaccines based on antigens found in most flu viruses, and also to produce vaccines in a more efficient and adaptable way. In the US, the National Institutes of Health (NIH) at Bethesda, Maryland, is playing a pivotal role in these efforts, backed by a major sequencing effort which has already brought to book more than 100 human influenza virus isolates. The improved vaccines, however, are still a few years off, any hope invested in them depends on the assumption that we still have that much time before the next pandemic strikes.
Similarly, antiviral drugs effective against some flu strains exist already, but researchers need more time to develop medication that would be more generally useful and could be made widely available in a short time. Furthermore, governments and international organisations need to work out detailed contingency plans to avoid that organisation failures and panic reactions make things worse. Who should be vaccinated first, which movements should be restricted? Such questions have to be addressed before the virus strikes.
Considering this, the current semi-crisis in Asia may serve as a useful hint to researchers, governments, and international organisations, reminding them that the threat of a flu pandemic is real and that they need to act quickly to ensure that the next crossing over of avian flu into humans doesn't turn into a global catastrophe that makes all the headlines.
Michael Gross is a science writer in residence at the school of crystallography, Birkbeck College, University of London. He can be contacted via his web page at www.proseandpassion.com
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Flying in: Concern is growing that the bird flu in South East Asia, now reported to be present on Europe's eastern fringes, will move west with the autumn migration of many species, raising fears about a spread to humans. (Picture: Photolibrary.com.)
